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SFPRP ð The State Freight and Passenger Rail Plan, or Rail Plan, is the overarching strategic 
document that charts the future of rail in Colorado and provides guidance on key issues and 

opportunities, priority recommendations, and implementation steps to advance rail across the state.   

 

Organizations   Project Committees  

 
 

  

Rail Operators   Key Terms 

 

 

 

  



 

  

9 

Colorado moves by rail. Anything that is grown, mined, or made needs to be moved. Freight rail 

transports the wheat used to brew craft beer, the fertilizer nurturing Olathe sweet corn and Rocky 

Ford cantaloupes, the drywall and lumber used to build homes, and the energy to power our schools 

and office buildings , as well as anything that  can be loaded in a truckñincluding the truck itself . 

Coloradoõs commuter and light  rail systems move Colorado residents in increasing numbers to and from 

work, school, or the airport and p rovide travel options for every day trips. Intercity p assenger rail 

service on Amtrak makes Colorado a competitive place in which to do business and provides visitors 

access to major urban areas, small towns, and our global tourist destinations. Coloradoõs residents, 

visitors, and businesses rely on rail to move people and products into and around the state and to 

destinations around the globe. To keep Coloradoõs economy competitive and our communities 

attractive, we must continue to maintain our existing rail infrastructure, while preserving future 

capacity and improving mobility.  

This is no small task. In 2016, more than 29.2 million  passengers in Colorado rode intercity, light rail, 

or commuter rail trains , and 927,000 visitors enjoyed Coloradoõs eight scenic railroads. Coloradoõs 

passenger rail systems include intercity Amtrak service, consisting of two routes operating through 

Colorado, Regional Transportation District  (RTD) light rail and commuter rail lines operating throughout 

the Denver metro area, and many scenic and historical railroads that attract visitors to rural 

communities. Coloradoõs freight rail system extends over 2,684 miles and is operated by 14 privately 

owned railroads. Together, these f reight railroads moved more than 154.7 million  tons of products 

into, out of, within,  and through Colorado in 2014. That amounts to nearly 155  pounds for every 

Coloradan, every day. Together, these fre ight and passenger rail systems deliver goods, get people to 

work, create jobs, support communities, and provide choices for travelers and businesses.  

The Colorado Department of Transportation  (CDOT) works with transportation planning partners, 

regional economic development organizations, industry associations, businesses, and private and 

public railroads to plan and coordinate transportation across Coloradoõs rail systems. Coloradoõs freight 

rail system is privately  owned, operated, and funded. Amtrak fu nds and operates intercity passenger 

rail, while RTD funds and operates the Denver metro area commuter and light rail network. Colorado 

is also home to nationally known scenic and hi storic railroads that are owned, operated, or supported  

by the State of Colorado, local governments, non-profit organizations, or private businesses.  

CDOT works closely with these public and private partners to ensure that rail planning is coordinated 

and helps to advance policies and projects that make these systems safer, mor e efficient, more 

reliable , and more accessible. To develop a plan for the future of rail in Colorado, CDOT collaborated 

with transportation planning partners to understand freight and passenger rail needs now and well into 

the future. The result of this o utreach and engagement is Coloradoõs State Freight and Passenger Rail 

Plan (SFPRP) or òRail Plan.ó This integrated rail plan documents Coloradoõs overall vision and strategic 

goals and provides CDOT with strategic guidance, identifies critical investments,  and directs 

implementation actions to keep Coloradoõs people and goods moving by rail. 
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Our multimodal highway, rail, air, and intermodal transportation systems link people and businesses within 

Colorado and across the globe, create jobs, support small businesses, and play a vital role in Coloradoõs economic 

competitiveness. Businesses and workers in agriculture, manufacturing, mining and energy, construction, food 

processing, distribution , retail trade , manufacturing, aerospace, medicine, clean energy, and logistics depend 

on Coloradoõs freight rail network  to produce, sell, and move products. According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic 

Analysis, more than $155.8 billion or one-third  of Colorado's gross state product is generated in freight -reliant 

industries that depend on moving products as a core daily business function. Overall, 1 in 6 jobs in Coloradoõs 

economy similarly depend on our ability to safely, efficiently, and reliably move products and packages. Nearly 

3,000 jobs in Colorado are directly supported by private  freight railroad companies and hundreds more are 

supported by passenger and scenic rail operations.  

Many Colorado companies are household names that develop products you might use every day, including 

Otterbox, Osprey, Crocs, New Belgium Brewing, Rocky Mountain Chocolate Factory, and MillerCoors. Colorado is 

home to many other small businesses, family farms, growers, ranchers, exporters, producers, and processors that 

rely on freight rail conn ections.  A growing number of corporate headquarters and major employers are locating 

in the Denver metro region near passenger rail stations. Colorado ranks among the top 10 states producing beer, 

eggs, wheat, beef, precious minerals, and oil and natural g as, as well as dozens of other products and 

commodities. Businesses locate in Colorado to leverage our skilled workforce, diverse and unique communities, 

natural resources and beauty, and our multimodal transportations systems, including freight and passen ger rail.  

Transportation represents a significant cost to businesses. In total, U.S. business logist ics costs in 2015 grew to 

$1.48 trillion or about 7 percent of the total U.S. economy. Preserving and improving Coloradoõs freight and 

passenger rail systems, expanding intermodal connections, and providing access to national transportation 

networks are critical to supporting and expanding Colorado companies and the quality jobs they support.  
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Our multimodal transportation system connects Coloradoõs communities, create work opportunities, and enable 

technology and innovation that benefit Coloradans in every region of our state. Coloradoõs population and 

economy are growing. Estimates from the State Demography Office suggest that by 2030 nearly 6.9 million 

residents will call Colorado home , compared to 5.6  million in 2017. That annual growth is equivalent to adding a 

city the size of Longmont or Greeley each year between now and 2030. Most population growth will occur along 

the Front Range and in existing urban areas. Each new Colorado resident generates more demand for food, fue l, 

housing, and retail products that must be shipped and delivered.  

Colorado also anticipates future  economic growth  in the form of new busine sses, workers, and visitors. According 

to the Colorado Department of Labor and Employment, by 2026 another 560,000  workers will be employed in 

Colorado. Tourism to Colorado is also expected to grow. In 2015, alone more than 77.7 million tourists visited 

Colorado and spent $19.1 billion on goods and services. Together, new residents, new workers, and new visitors 

will place additional demands on the stateõs multimodal  transportation  systems. Coloradoõs freight and passenger 

rail systems are integrated and connected components of the stateõs multimodal transportation system, which 

also includes highways, airports, transit systems, and cyclist and pedestrian facilities.  

Business formation  and entrepreneurship  remain strong in Colorado with an average of 25,5 00 new businesses 

started each quarter, according to the Colorado Secretary of State. Some of  those businesses produce goods that 

are shipped across the country or exported overseas.  In 2015, nearly $8 billion in goods were exported from 

Colorado to destinations around the world.  Estimates from the International Trade Administration indicate that 

more than 5,000 Colorado companies exported goods abroad and 87 percent of those were small businesses. 

Freight and passenger rail systems enable these businesses to start and grow in communities across the state and 

for Colorado-made products to reach consumers around the globe.  

Maintaining and improving our freight and passenger rail systems creates economic opportunities for communities 

to grow and for residents to prosper. When moving products and people is reliable and efficient, people can live 

and work in any one of Coloradoõs unique communities and still access products or customers across the globe or 

employment centers in urban areas. Visitors to Colorado e xpect modern and accessible passenger rail service 

options to match our world -class destinations, including national parks, mountain resorts, universities, and 

regional attractions.  

Forecasted Population and Employment Growth 2016 -2026 

 






















































































































































































































































































